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Chuvash language 


Chuvash /' tju:va: J/^ (MaBauiJia, translit. Cavasla, £ova§/a; 
IPA: [t£9Ua§ ' la])^ is a Turkic language spoken in European 
Russia, primarily in the Chuvash Republic and adjacent areas. It 
is the only surviving member of the Ogh ur branch of Turkic 
languages. Because of this, Chuvash has diverged considerably 
from the other Turkic languages, which are mutually intelligible 
to a greater or lesser extent with each other but not with Chuvash. 

The writing system for the Chuvash language is based on the 
Cyrillic script , employing all of the letters used in the Russian 
alphabet and adding four letters of its own: A, E, £ and Y. 
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Chuvash 


Cavasla 

Qova§la 

MaBaw/ia 

Pronunciation 

[tGsoa^' la] 

Native to 

Russia 

Region 

Chuvashia and 
adjacent areas 

Ethnicity 

Chuvash 

Native speakers 

1,042,989 (2010 
census)! 1 ! 

Language family 

Turkic 

■ Oghur (Lir) 

■ Chuvash 

Early form 

Bulgar 

Writing system 

Cyrillic 

Official status 

Official language in 

Russia 

■ 

Chuvashia 

Language codes 

ISO 639-1 

cv (https://ww 

w.loc.gov/stand 

ards/iso639-2/p 

hp/langcodes_na 

me.php?iso_639_ 

1— cv) 

ISO 639-2 

chv (https://ww 

w.loc.gov/stand 

ards/iso639-2/p 

hp/langcodes_na 

me.php?code_ID= 

92) 

ISO 639-3 

chv 

Glottolog 

chuvl255 (htt 

p: //glottolog.o 

rg/resource/lan 

guoid/id/chuvl2 
55) [2] 


Usage 






















Chuvash is the native language of the Chuvash people and an 
official language of Chuvashia/ 5 ^ 6 ! It is spoken by 1,640,000 
persons in Russia and another 34,000 in other countries/ 7 ! 86% of 
ethnic Chuvash and 8% of the people of other ethnicities living in 
Chuvashia claimed knowledge of Chuvash language during the 2002 
census/ 8 ! Despite that, and although Chuvash is taught at schools 
and sometimes used in the media, it is considered endangered/ 9 ^ 10 ! 
because Russian dominates in most spheres of life, and few children 
learning the language are likely to become active users. 

A fairly significant production and publication of literature in 
Chuvash still continues. According to UNESCO's Index 
Translationum, at least 202 books translated from Chuvash were 
published in other languages (mostly Russian) since ca. 1979/ 11 ! However, as with most other languages of 
the former USSR, most of the translation activity took place before the dissolution of the USSR: out of the 
202 translations, 170 books were published in the USSR/ 12 ! an( j j ust yj > [ n the post-1991 Russia (mostly, in 
the 1990s)/ 13 ! similar situation takes place with the translation of books from other languages (mostly 
Russian) into Chuvash (the total of 175 titles published since ca. 1979, but just 18 of them in post-1991 
Russia)/ 14 ! 

History 



Stamp of the Soviet Union, Chuvash 
people, 1933 


Chuvash is the most distinctive of the Turkic languages and cannot be understood by speakers of other 
Turkic tongues. Chuvash is classified, alongside the extinct language Bulgar, as the only remaining member 
of the Oghuric branch of the Turkic language family. Since the surviving literary records for the non- 
Chuvash members of Oghuric are scant, the exact position of Chuvash within the Oghuric family cannot be 
determined. 

The Oghuric branch is distinguished from the rest of the Turkic family (the Common Turkic languages) by 
two sound changes: r corresponding to Common Turkic z, and / corresponding to Common Turkic §/ 15 ! 

Chuvash is so divergent from the main body of Turkic languages that scholars formerly considered Chuvash 
to be a Turkified Finno-Ugric (Uralic language)/ 16 ! However, the first scientific fieldwork description of 
Chuvash, by August Ahlqvist in 1856, allowed researchers to establish its proper affiliation/ 17 ! 

Writing systems 


Current 


A a 

w 

Aa 

B 6 

B B 

r r 

Aft 

Ee 

Ee 

w 

E e 

>K >K 

33 

I/I n 

I/I n 

Kk 

n n 

M M 

H H 

Oo 

Qn 

p P 

Cc 


Tt 

Yy 

y y 

O dp 

Xx 

yu 

M H 

LU lu 

LUm 

lD-b 

bl bl 

b b 

3a 

fO to 

ft 





















Name 

IPA 

Latin script 
(CVLat and 
Turkish- 
Based)! 18 ! 

Notes 

A a 

a 

lal-lal 

a 


A a 

a 

/a/, /d/ 

a/o 

a' 

B 6 

6a 

/b/ 

b 

only in loanwords from Russian 

B B 

b3 

/o/~/w/, /v/ 

(in non- 

chuvash 

loanwords) 

V 


r r 

ra 

Igl 

g 

only in loanwords from Russian 

A A 

Aa 

Idl 

d 

only in loanwords from Russian 

E e 

e 

/£/ 

e, je/ye 


E e 

e 

/jo/ or Pol 

jo/yo 

only in loanwords from Russian 

E e 

e 

/9/ (9~0) 

e/o 

e’ 

>K >K 

x<a 


z/j 

only in loanwords from Russian 

33 

3a 

Izl 

z 

only in loanwords from Russian 

1/1 M 

M 

l\l 

i/i i 


1/1 M 

m a 


j/y 


Kk 

k3 

Ikl, /k J / 

(c), /k 3/ 

(g j , j) 

k 


/I /i 

na 

/l/~/l/, /I 3 / 

(A) 

i, iT/r 

r 

M M 

m3 

Iml 

m 


H H 

h3 

Ini, /n J / (p) 

n, nT/n' 

n’ 

O o 

0 

lol 

0 

only in loanwords from Russian 

n n 

na 

/p/, Ipl (b) 

P 



pa 

lrl~lrl 

r 

r’ 

C c 

ca 

Isl, Isl (z) 

s 


£_S. 

?a 

/£/, /g/ (z.) 

§/c 

s’ 

Tt 

Ta 

/t/, /tJ/, 

/t i/ (d J ), 

/t/ (d) 

t, tT/t' 


Yy 

y 

/u/, /„U/ (0) 

u 


XI 

y 

lyl 

u 

u' 

ct> 

cfaa 

IV , /f/ (v) 

f 

only in loanwords from Russian 

Xx 

xa 

/x/, /x J /. / 

X/ (Y). /X J / 

h/x 







(Y j ) 



hU 

qa 

/ts/, /ts/ 

(dz) ” 

ts 

only in loanwords from Russian 

9 H 

na 

/te/, /te/ 

(cte) 

c/g 


LiJ lu 

wa 

III, /?/ (7) 

s/§ 


ufm 

Lqa 

/£:/ 

/£t£/ 

sc/gg 

only in loanwords from Russian 

"b-b 

xbuanax 

nannn 

- 


only in loanwords from Russian. Placed after a consonant, acts 
as a "silent back vowel"; puts a distinct /j/ sound in front of the 
following iotified: E, E, KD, R vowels with no palatalization of the 
preceding consonant 

bl bi 

bi 

/LU/ 

y/i 

only in beginning of words, 1-2 letters 

b b 

geMgenex 

nannn 

m 

T/' 

Placed after a consonant, acts as a "silent front vowel", slightly 
palatalizes the preceding consonant 

3a 

3 

Id 

e 

only first letter 

KD KD 

KD 

/ju/ or/iu/ 

ju/yu 


R n 

n 

l\al or Pal 

ja/ya 



1873-1938 

The modern Chuvash alphabet was devised in 1873 by school inspector Ivan Yakovlevich Yakovlev/ 19 ^ 

aebin/iyyaeMBK/i^MH i+jnppcqTTTjXLU 

In 1938, the alphabet underwent significant modification which brought it to its current form. 


Previous systems 

The most ancient writing system, known as the Old Turkic alphabet, disappeared after the Volga Bulgars 
converted to Islam. Later, the Arabic script was adopted. After the Mongol invasion, writing degraded. After 
Peter the Great's reforms Chuvash elites disappeared, blacksmiths and some other crafts were prohibited for 
non-Russian nations, the Chuvash were educated in Russian, while writing in runes recurred with simple 
folks.'- 20 ^ 21 ^ 


Phonology 


Consonants 

The consonants are the following (the corresponding Cyrillic letters are in brackets): The stops, sibilants and 
affricates are voiceless and fortes but become lenes (sounding similar to voiced) in intervocalic position and 
after liquids, nasals and semi-vowels. Armene sounds like annebe, but KymaKna sounds like kuzhakpa. 
However, geminate consonants do not undergo this lenition. Furthermore, the voiced consonants occurring 
in Russian are used in modern Russian-language loans. Consonants also become palatalized before and after 
front vowels. 





Bilabial 

Labiodental 

Alveolar 

Retroflex 

Alveolo-palatal 

Palatal 

Velar 

Uvular 

Stop 

n Ipl 


T/t/ 




Klkl 


Affricate 





H/tG/ 




Fricative 



c Isl 

in 1^1 

g /g/ 



x/ X / 

Nasal 

m /m/ 


H/n/ 






Approximant 


B /U/ 

n l\l 



M /j/ 



Trill 



p/r/ 







Vowels 

According to Krueger (1961), the Chuvash 
vowel system is as follows (the precise IPA 
symbols are chosen based on his description 
since he uses a different transcription). 


A possible scheme for the diachronic development of 
Chuvash vowels (note that not all the sounds with an 
asterisk are necessarily separate phonemes). 




Front 

Back 


Unrounded 

Rounded 

Unrounded 

Rounded 

High 

i <n> 

y <y> 

Ul (bl) 

u (y) 

Low 

e (e) 

0 <e> 

a (a) 

6 (a) 


Andras Rona-Tas (1997)^ 22 ' provides a somewhat different description, also with a partly idiosyncratic 
transcription. The following table is based on his version, with additional information from Petrov (2001). 
Again, the IPA symbols are not directly taken from the works so they could be inaccurate. 



Front 

Back 


Unrounded 

Rounded 

Unrounded 

Rounded 

High 

i ( m } 

y(y> 

Ul (bl) 

u (y) 

Close-mid 

e <e> 


y (a) 


Open-mid 

e (e) 




Low 



a (a) 



The vowels a and e are described as reduced, thereby differing in quantity from the rest. In unstressed 
positions, they often resemble a schwa or tend to be dropped altogether in fast speech. At times, especially 
when stressed, they may be somewhat rounded and sound similar to /o/ and /o/. 








































Additionally, D (o) occurs in loanwords from Russian where the syllable is unstressed in Russian. 


Word accent 

The usual rule given in grammars of Chuvash is that the last full (non-reduced) vowel of the word is 
stressed; if there are no full vowels, the first vowel is stressed J 23 ] Reduced vowels that precede or follow a 
stressed full vowel are extremely short and non-prominent. One scholar, Dobrovolsky, however, 
hypothesises that there is in fact no stress in disyllabic words in which both vowels are reduced/ 24 ^ 

Dialects 


There are two dialects of Chuvash: 

■ Viryal, or Upper (which has both o and u), and 

■ Anatri, or Lower (which has u for both o and u : up. tota "full", tuta "taste" - lo. tuta "full, taste" 

)■ 

The literary language is based on both the Lower and Upper dialects. Both Tatar and the neighbouring 
Uralic languages such as Mari have influenced the Chuvash language, as have Russian, Mongolian, Arabic 
and Persian, which have all added many words to the Chuvash lexicon. 

Morphology 


As characteristic of all Turkic languages, Chuvash is an agglutinative language and as such, has an 
abundance of suffixes but no native prefixes or prepositions, apart from the partly reduplicative intensive 
prefix, such as in: rnypa - white, man-mypa - snow-white, xypa - black, xyn-xypa - jet black, Taxap - flat, 
TaK-Taxap - absolutely flat, Ty/uin - full, Tan-Ty/uiH - chock full (compare to Turkish beyaz - white, bem- 
beyaz snow-white, kara - black, kap-kara - jet black, diiz - flat, diimdiiz - absolutely flat, dolu - full, dopdolu 
- chock full). One word can have many suffixes, which can also be used to create new words like creating a 
verb from a noun or a noun from a verbal root. See Vocabulary below. It can also indicate the grammatical 
function of the word. 


Nouns and adjectives 

Chuvash nouns can take endings indicating the person of a possessor. They can take case-endings. There are 
six noun cases in the Chuvash declension system: 

Grammatical case: 

■ Nominative - 

■ Possessive (of), after consonants: -aH/-eH, after vowels: -h according to the vowel harmony 

■ Dative-Accusative (for), after consonants: -a/-e, after vowels: -Ha/-He according to the vowel 
harmony 

■ Locative (in, on), formed by adding -pa/-pe, -jal-je according to the vowel harmony 

■ Ablative (from), formed by adding -paH/-peH, -TaH/-TeH according to the vowel harmony 

■ Instrumental (with), formed by adding -na(oaH)/-ne(/ieH) according to the vowel harmony 

■ Abessive (without), formed by adding -cap/-cep according to the vowel harmony 

■ Causative, formed by adding -lli a h/-lu e h according to the vowel harmony 






Plural: 


■ Nominative: -ceM 

■ Possessive: -ceH 

■ Dative-Accusative: -ceHe 

■ Locative: -cei-me 

■ Ablative: -cei-meH 

■ Instrumental: -ceMne 

■ Abessive: -ceMcep 

■ Causative: -ceMweH 

Also: 

■ Terminative-antessive (to), formed by adding -('H)neH 

■ relic of distributive, formed by adding -cepeH: KyHcepeH "daily, every day", Ki/mcepeH "per 
house", Ki/mivieccepeH "every time one comes" 

■ Semblative (as), formed by adding neK to pronouns in genitive or objective case (MaH neK "like 
me", caH neK "like you", yH neK "like him, that way", nnpeH neK "like us", cnpeH neK "like you 
all", xaM neK "like myself", xaBaH neK "like yourself", KyH neK "like this"); adding -na, -ne to 
nouns (aieM/ie "humanlike", nemuna "like Lenin") 

■ Postfix: xa (ha) 

Adjective: 

■ Comparative: -pax/-pex 
Verb: 

■ Infinitive: -Ma(nna|nnn|nax)/-Me(nne|nnn|nex), negative postfix Map 

■ Gerund (-ing): positive -hh, negative -Mam-in/-Mem-in 

■ Conditional mood if: -ca(ca)H/-ce(ce)H, negative -Maca(ca)H/-Mece(ce)H, even if: -ca(ca)H ral- 
ce(ce)H Te, negative -Maca(ca)H Ta/-Mece(ce)H Te 


Taking KyH (day) as an example: 


Noun case 

Chuvash 

English 

Nominative 

KyH 

day, or the day 

Possessive 

KyH3H 

of the day 

Dative-Accusative 

KyHa 

to the day 

Locative 

KyHTa 

in the day 

Ablative 

KyHTaH 

of the day, or from the day 

Instrumental 

KyHna 

with the day 


Possession is expressed by means of constructions based on verbs meaning "to exist" and "not to exist" 
("nyp" and "t^yx"). For example, to say, "My cat had no shoes": 

KymaK + -aH ypa aia(n) + -ceM <;yK + -'-me 
(KymaKaH ypa annceM ^yKHte) 





which literally translates as "cat-mine-of foot-cover(of)-plural-his non-existent-was. 


Verbs 

Chuvash verbs exhibit person and can be made negative or impotential; they can also be made potential. 
Finally, Chuvash verbs exhibit various distinctions of tense mood, and aspect: a verb can be progressive, 
necessitative, aorist, future, inferential, present, past, conditional, imperative or optative. 


Chuvash 

English 

KH/1- 

(to) come 

KM/lMe- 

not (to) come 

KM/iewivie- 

not (to) be able to come 

KM/ieMMeH 

She (or he) was apparently unable to come. 

KM/ieMMepe 

She had not been able to come. 

KM/ieiiMepep 

You (plural) had not been able to come. 

Knneniviepep-n? 

Have you (plural) not been able to come? 


Vowel harmony 

Vowel harmony is the principle by which a native Chuvash word generally incorporates either exclusively 
back or hard vowels (a, a, y, bi) and exclusively front or soft vowels (e, e, y, h). As such, a notation for a 
Chuvash suffix such as -Terr means either -TaH or -Terr, whichever promotes vowel harmony; a notation such 
as -Tnep means either -map, -Tnep, again with vowel harmony constituting the deciding factor. 

Chuvash has two classes of vowels: front and back (see the table above). Vowel harmony states that words 
may not contain both front and back vowels. Therefore, most grammatical suffixes come in front and back 
forms, e.g. IIIynamKapTa "in Cheboksary" but KHJiTe "at home". 

Two vowels cannot occur in succession. 

Exceptions 

Compound words are considered separate words with respect to vowel harmony: vowels do not have to 
harmonize between members of the compound (so forms like ceTen|nyKaH "furniture" are permissible). In 
addition, vowel harmony does not apply for loanwords and some invariant suffixes (such as -e); there are 
also a few native Chuvash words that do not follow the rule (such as amre "mother"). In such words suffixes 
harmonize with the final vowel; thus Armene "with the mother". 


Word order 

Word order in Chuvash is generally subject-object-verb. 


Chuvash numbers 


1 - neppe perre, nep per 




■ 2 - MKKe ikke, uKe ike, m ik 

■ 3 - BM^^e w§$e, Bi/ige w$e, bmq w$ 

■ 4 - TaBana tavatta, TaBaia tavata, TaBaT tavat 

■ 5 - n n/in e k pillek, nn/ie k pilek 

■ 6 - y/ina ultta ipa: [' ult: a], yma ulta ipa: [' ulta], y/iT ult ipa: [ult]/iPA: [ult] 

■ 7 - gunne §/cce ipa: [' cite: 9], gune $/ce ipa: [' 6it§9], gun §/c ipa: [' eitg] 

■ 8 - caKKap sakkar ipa: [' sak: ar], caKap sakar ipa: [' sakar] 

■ 9 - Taxxap tahhar, Taxap tahar 

■ 10 - ByHHa vunna, ByH vun 

■ 11 - ByH nep vun per 

■ 12 - ByH MKKe vun ikke, ByH nxe vun ike, ByH mk vun ik 

■ 13 - ByH BM^(je vun vi§§e, ByH BM(je vun vi§e, ByH bmq vun vi§ 

■ 14 - ByH TaBana vun tavatta, ByH TaBaia vun tavata, ByH TaBaT vun tavat 

■ 15 - ByH nn/ineK vun pillek, ByH nnneK vun pilek 

■ 16 - ByH y/ina vun ultta, ByH y/rra vun ulta, ByH y/iT vun ult 

■ 17 - ByH QMHne vun §icce, ByH gune vun §ice 

■ 18 - ByH caKKap vun sakkar, ByH caKap vun sakar 

■ 19 - ByH Taxxap vun tahhar, ByH Taxap vun tahar 

■ 20-^MpeM §irem 

■ 30 - BaTap vatar 

■ 40 - xepex hereh 

■ 50 - anna alia, ana ala, an al 

■ 60 - ynvia/i utmal 

■ 70 - QMTMe/i §itmel 

■ 80 - caKap ByH Ha sakarvunna, caKap ByH sakarvun 

■ 90 - TaxapByHHa taharvunna, TaxapByH taharvun 

■ 100-gep $er 

■ 1000-nm pin 

■ 834236 - caKap gep Baiap TaBaia iimh Te mk gep Baiap y/ina sakar ^er vatar tavata pin te ik 
§er vatar ultta ipa: [ , sakaresruatartauata/'pin t te I ikesruatanult: all], caKap <;ep Baiap 
TaBaia iimh Te mk (jep Baiap yma sakar §er vatar tavata pin te ik §er vatar ulta 

See also 

■ Chuvash literature 

■ Bulgar language 

■ Cyrillic script 

■ Oghur languages 

■ Turkic Avar language 

■ Turkic languages 





Ivan Yakovlev 
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